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Abstract
This article poses the research question of whether well-being inequalities exist in East and 
Southeast Asian countries. Layard (2005) proposes the “big seven” drivers of subjective 
happiness, but Asia may have more complicated and diverse mechanisms. We therefore 
compare eight countries in East and Southeast Asia using a case study approach and hypothesize 
differentiated levels, variances, and drivers of happiness between the two regions. Data are 
collected via a survey (N = 8,166). Happiness is measured by Cantril’s ladder of life. Key 
findings include, first, that there are well-being inequalities among East and Southeast Asian 
countries because East Asia experiences relatively low and unequal happiness. Second, East 
Asia shares happiness determinants such as marriage and income, while Southeast Asia has no 
such common drivers. This reveals that there are geographical, rather than economic, differences 
in happiness in Asia. Such findings can be obtained only by comparing countries using an 
integrated perspective. Perhaps this article’s most important contribution is that we can draw 
no single picture of happiness in Asia, but must develop potential Asian models of well-being.
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Research Question
It remains an challenging question whether 
there are inequalities in well-being (well-
being inequality) across countries and 
whether determinants of well-being are 
shared between countries or differ by region? 
Focusing on East and Southeast Asia as a case 
study, this article considers the following 
research questions. 
Research question. Are there any well-being 
inequalities among East and Southeast Asian 
countries? If so, do these countries have 
different or shared determinants of well-
being?
This article compares happiness in eight 
countries, divided into two regional groups: 
Japan (JP), South Korea (KR), Taiwan 
(TW), and Mongolia (MN) in East Asia; the 
Philippines (PH), Indonesia (IN), Vietnam 
(VN), and Thailand (TH) in Southeast Asia 
(Figure 1). These countries have sufficient 
diversity—and similarities—to represent 
these two parts of Asia well. 
People may need differentiated supports 
in different regions. Leaving these questions 
unresolved may mean that we fail to support 
those in need. 
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Literature
Research on subjective well-being (such 
as happiness and satisfaction) has mainly 
focused on Western societies. Layard (2005), 
for instance, argues that subjective happiness 
is subject to the “big seven” drivers. These 
seven drivers are, from strongest to least 
effective: family, income, employment, 
community and friends, health, individual 
freedom, and philosophy of life (for other 
determinants, see Blanchflower and Oswald 
2004; Bonke, Deding, and Lausten 2009; 
Clark, Fritjers, and Schield 2008; Diener et 
al. 1993; Di Tella, MacCulloch, and Oswald 
2001; Ferrante 2009; Frey and Stutzer 2002; 
Stutzer 2004; Thoits and Hewitt 2001; Tsang 
et al. 2003; Winkelmann and Winkelmann 
1998). 
There is no guarantee, however, that 
these findings hold true in regions other 
than the West, such as in Asia. Rather, Asian 
countries may have other unique mechanisms 
of happiness than Europe and North America. 
If this difference is ignored, it is possible that 
we may be overlooking rich and diverse 
implications for well-being.
Hypotheses: Economy or Geography?
To hypothesize the similarities and 
differences in the eight countries, we must 
first consider how much happiness people 
feel. Easterlin (1974) shows that a country’s 
economic level frames people’s happiness 
levels in the area. So it is possible that the 
country’s gross domestic product (GDP) will 
predict its residents’ happiness. 
Figure 2 highlights the median age and 
per capita GDP in 2015 for the eight countries 
studied. This clarifies how old and rich, on 
average, each country is. The results clearly 
differentiate two distinct archipelagos: the 
older and wealthier countries, such as Japan, 
South Korea, and Taiwan, and the remaining 
countries, which are less rich, but younger. 
Note that Mongolia is located among 
the poorer countries—generally associated 
with Southeast Asia—in the figure. Figure 
1, however, indicates that it is a part of East 
Asia, and cannot be grouped geographically 
elsewhere. Thus, Mongolia functions as 
a litmus test of whether the economy or 
geography (geopolitics) influences happiness 
more.
Let us assume that geography (and 
therefore culture) matters more than economy. 
Although regions are intertwined with each 
other, each region has followed a distinctive 
historical, cultural, and social trajectory, 
which may have an impact on forming 
residents’ happiness (see Hommerich and 
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Figure 1. Map of Eight Countries in Focus
Note: JP stands for Japan, KR for South Korea, TW for Taiwan, MN for Mongolia, PH for the Philippines, IN for Indonesia, 
VN for Vietnam, and TH for Thailand.
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Klien 2012). If so, the levels and varieties of 
happiness can be predicted as follows. 
Hypothesis 1. The levels and varieties of 
happiness in each country will be different 
between the East and Southeast Asia 
countries and similar within each regional 
group (East Asia and Southeast Asia). 
We must then consider the determinants 
of happiness. If geography matters, drivers 
can be shared in each regional group but 
differ across groups as follows. 
Hypothesis 2. The determinants of happiness 
in each country will be different between East 
and Southeast Asia countries and similar 
within each regional group (East Asia and 
Southeast Asia). 
METHODS 
Data
Quantitative data were collected by survey. 
The International Comparative Surveys 
on Lifestyle and Values (SWB Survey) 
provides data for the seven countries other 
than Mongolia. The 2016 survey measuring 
subjective well-being gives information on 
Mongolia. All the surveys were conducted 
in 2015–2017. In Japan, South Korea, and 
Taiwan, surveys were conducted online. In the 
other five countries, face-to-face interviews 
were conducted on nationally representative 
samples (only Java and Bali were included 
in Indonesia). The sample sizes ranged from 
2,000 to 10,000 for the three online surveys, 
and from 800 to 1,200 in the remaining 
field surveys. To equalize sample sizes, we 
resampled Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan 
so that N = 1,050. 
Measures
Happiness, as the dependent variable, is 
measured as described below, following the 
Gallup World Poll known as “Cantril’s ladder 
of life” (hereafter called “happiness”). 
Question. Please imagine a ladder with steps 
numbered from 0 at the bottom to 10 at the 
top. Suppose we say that the top of the ladder 
represents the best possible life for you and 
the bottom of the ladder represents the worst 
possible life for you. On which step of the 
ladder would you say you personally feel you 
stand at this time, assuming that the higher 
the step the better you feel about your life, 
and the lower the step the worse you feel 
about it? Which step comes closest to the way 
you feel? 
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Figure 2. Median Age and Gross Domestic Product per Capita in Eight Countries in 2015
Source: United Nations for age, World Bank for GDP. 
Note: White dots denote East Asian countries. Black dots denote Southeast Asian countries. The line indicates the regression.
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The independent variables consisted of 
standard socio-economic status, including 
education (measured as years of education), 
employment (as employed dummy), 
and income (as equivalent income). The 
controlling variables included gender (as 
male dummy), age, marital status (as currently 
married dummy and currently widowed/
divorced dummy, with a baseline being never 
married), and household (as the number of 
members in the household). The analytical 
subsample consisted of respondents with no 
missing values aged 20 or older (N = 8,166). 
The descriptive statistics for the samples in 
each country are outlined in Table 1. 
RESULTS
Means and Gini Coefficients 
Compare the distributions of happiness: 
they were mostly single-peaked, with two 
two-peaked exceptions (Japan and the 
Philippines). Means are reported in Table 
2 and shown in Figure 3. All of the East 
Asian countries ranged between five and six 
points, while the Southeast Asian countries 
were concentrated around seven points. An 
ANOVA test revealed that the differences 
between East and Southeast Asia are 
significant (p < .001). On average, Southeast 
Asia was found to be happier than East Asia. 
Within each region, however, countries had 
significantly different levels of happiness (p 
< .05 in East Asia and p < .001 in Southeast 
Asia).
Table 1. Means and Proportions of Samples in Eight Countries
N Male Age Married Widowed/
Divorced
Number of 
household
Years of 
education
Employed Equivalent 
income
East Asia JP 1,050 50.0% 46.1 67.0% 5.0% 2.8 14.7 69.0% 0.0
KR 1,050 52.0% 43.0 63.0% 7.0% 3.1 15.2 77.0% 0.0
TW 1,050 50.0% 40.8 51.0% 5.0% 3.6 15.3 85.0% 0.0
MN 698 50.0% 38.9 64.0% 10.0% 3.8 13.2 61.0% 0.0
Southeast Asia PH 1,082 50.0% 43.4 73.0% 11.0% 5.1 11.5 65.0% 0.0
IN 1,179 50.0% 39.2 73.0% 7.0% 5.2 11.0 64.0% 0.0
VN 1,063 49.0% 39.9 72.0% 7.0% 4.4 10.0 85.0% 0.0
TH 994 47.0% 48.6 63.0% 15.0% 3.9 10.0 80.0% 0.0
Note: Samples are limited to those aged 20 or older. Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan are resampled to N = 1,050. Equivalent 
income is standardized in each country.
Table 2. Means, Standard Deviation, and Gini Coefficient of Happiness
Mean Standard deviation Gini coefficient
East Asia JP 5.8 1.9 0.18
KR 5.6 2.0 0.20
TW 5.5 1.8 0.18
MN 5.6 2.0 0.20
Southeast Asia PH 6.7 1.8 0.15
IN 6.9 1.5 0.12
VN 7.0 1.6 0.12
TH 7.3 1.7 0.13
Note. Happiness is measured by Cantril’s ladder of life
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We next compared happiness across 
countries. The standard deviations may 
have suffered from a ceiling effect, so we 
chose to calculate the Gini coefficients of 
happiness for each country. The higher a Gini 
coefficient was, the more skewed and thus 
unequal the happiness distribution was. Note 
that calculating Gini coefficients implied the 
allocation of happiness to people in a country 
(rather like withdrawing individual happiness 
from a central happiness bank).
Table 2 and Figure 4 show the means and 
Gini coefficients of the eight countries, and 
these reveal two archipelagos of countries, 
with the East Asian countries generally 
having low and unequal happiness, while the 
Southeast Asian countries, in contrast, mostly 
having higher and more equal happiness 
(Figure 4 can be called a “happiness map”). 
Means by Groups
When mean happiness was compared by 
socio-economic status groups, education was 
divided into three groups (primary, secondary, 
and tertiary), employment was coded into 
two groups (employed and not employed), 
and equivalent income was grouped into four 
(first, second, third, and fourth quartiles). 
Figure 5 illustrates the happiness levels 
by these groups in each country. In most 
countries we observed a clear indication that 
higher levels of education resulted in higher 
levels of happiness. ANOVA tests revealed 
that these differences were significant, with 
the exception of Mongolia. 
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Figure 3. Mean Happiness of Eight Countries
Note: N in parentheses. Happiness is measured by Cantril’s ladder of life.
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Figure 4. Mean Happiness and Gini Coefficient of Eight Countries (Happiness Map)
Note: Values are reported in Table 2. Happiness is measured by Cantril’s ladder of life. White dots stand for East Asian 
countries. Black dots stand for Southeast Asian countries. The line indicates the regression.
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Employment yielded mixed effects. 
In South Korea, Mongolia, Indonesia, and 
Thailand, employment played (significant) 
conflicting roles on happiness levels. By 
contrast (but like education), higher levels 
of income made people happier; these effects 
were significant except in Vietnam.
Regression Analyses
Table 3 reports regression results in each 
country. 
In the East Asian countries, marriage 
and income commonly had significant 
positive effects on happiness. In the Southeast 
Asian countries, by contrast, we found that 
marriage had a limited impact on happiness 
(limited to Vietnam), as did income (limited 
to the Philippines and Indonesia). These 
results confirm most of the trends shown in 
Figure 5.
As a check on robustness, we added 
general happiness, life satisfaction, and 
health satisfaction as control variables, and 
obtained the same results. Education became 
significant when income was subtracted. 
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Figure 5. Mean Happiness by Education, Employment, and Equivalent Income
Note: See Table 1 for N. Happiness is measured by Cantril’s ladder of life. No respondents with primary education were 
observed in Japan and Taiwan; only one respondent with primary education in South Korea was omitted. Income is divided 
into four quartiles.
Table 3. Regression Results on Happiness
East Asia Southeast Asia
JP KR TW MN PH IN VN TH
Male – 0.055 – 0.031 – 0.010 – 0.095 * – 0.073 * – 0.080 * – 0.022 – 0.057
Age 0.024 – 0.039 0.054 0.261 *** 0.026 – 0.032 – 0.078 – 0.014
Married 0.255 *** 0.179 *** 0.109 ** 0.006 0.011 0.068 – 0.049 0.076
Widowed/Divorced 0.087 ** 0.013 0.039 – 0.147 ** – 0.018 – 0.072 – 0.157 *** 0.060
#Household 0.003 0.032 0.064 * – 0.025 – 0.012 0.003 0.032 – 0.015
Years of Education 0.044 0.094 ** 0.151 *** 0.024 0.088 ** 0.078 * – 0.072 0.125 **
Employed – 0.049 0.069 * 0.048 0.100 * 0.011 – 0.059 0.038 0.080 *
Income 0.191 *** 0.271 *** 0.098 ** 0.137 ** 0.143 *** 0.122 *** 0.045 0.063
R2 0.115 0.147 0.061 0.074 0.040 0.053 0.034 0.033
N 1,050 1,050 1,050 698 1,082 1,179 1,063 994
Note: Happiness is measured by Cantril’s ladder of life. ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05．
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CONCLUSIONS
Summary: Geography Matters
Geography was found to make a difference 
to happiness levels in both geographical 
regions. The East Asian countries shared 
lower and more unequal happiness, as well as 
the common drivers of happiness: marriage 
and income. Southeast Asian countries 
enjoyed higher and more equal happiness, 
but shared no common drivers (Table 4). 
Figure 6 summarizes the causal relationships, 
and these findings generally support both 
hypotheses stated above.
We can now give an answer to our 
research question by comparing the countries 
from an integrated perspective. 
Answer to research question. There are 
inequalities in well-being across East and 
Southeast Asian countries because East Asia, 
compared to Southeast Asia, experiences 
relatively low and unequal happiness. 
East Asia shares marriage and income as 
happiness determinants, while Southeast 
Asia has no such common drivers.
As shown in Figure 4 this answer implies 
that Mongolia’s happiness belongs among 
the East Asian countries. This suggests that 
geography matters more than economy does; 
in Asia, we observed geographical rather 
than economic differences in happiness. One 
possible explanation may be that geographical 
proximity has led to psychological proximity 
through religious, cultural, and political 
interactions; in particular, the Chinese 
dynasties are likely to have had varying 
degrees of influence in East Asian countries.
Toward Asian Models of Well-being
In contrast to Layard’s (2005) prediction, 
it seems we cannot draw a single picture 
of happiness in Asia, but have to admit its 
diversity. Further research should scrutinize 
the causal mechanisms of well-being to 
develop potential Asian models of happiness. 
This would, in turn, enrich the big picture 
of what well-being implies for the world 
(for a model on Japan, see Kobayashi and 
Hommerich 2017).
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